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What Is Going On In The Soviet Union
By Robert M. Gates
Deputy Director of Central Intelligence

Introduction

The selection of Mikhail Gorbachev as General Secretary in
the spring of 1985 signaled the Politburo's recognition that
the Soviet Union was in deep trouble —— especially economically
and spiritually -- tréuble that they recognized would soon
begin to have real effect on military power and their position
in the world. Despite enormous raw economic power and
resources, including a $2 trillion a year GNP, the Soviet
leadership by the mid-1980s confronted a steadily widening gap
with the West and Japan —-- economically, technologically and in

virtually all areas of the quality of life.

As a result of these trends, the Politburo recognized that
the Soviet Union could no longer risk the suspended animation
of the Brezhnev years, and coalesced around an imaginative and
vigorous leader whom they hoped could revitalize the country
without altering the basic structure of the Soviet state or

communist party.
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In Gorbachev they have gotten more than they bargained
for. The extraordinary scope of his initiatives, his energy,
and his willingness to break with past practices, has prompted
debate not only at home but in the West as to Gorbachev's
ultimate objectives. With all the speculation, it is worth
taking a look at what is going on —-- what he actually has done

and where he intends to go.

Strengthening the Leadership and His Position

There is strong support in the Politburo for modernization
of the Soviet economy. While Politburo politics are always
over simplified and often misunderstood in the West, for
clarity and brevity one may presume three approaches to
modernization in the Politburo. The first, led by Gorbachev,
sees a need to undertake a far-reaching restructuring of |
Stalinist economic policy and its sluggish centralized
bureaucracy, and, further, that real modernization and
technological advance requires a loosening of political

controls —- including controls on information.
Another approach, probably best represented by Ligachev, is

that modernization can be achieved by reducing corruption, by

improving management (and managers), by measures mainly
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designed to make the existing system function more efficiently
and by some changes in the system at the margin. Those who
hold this general view see almost any political loosening up as
unnecessary and dangerous. The third, middle approach, perhaps
led by Premier Ryzhkov, is more attuned to Gorbachev's view of
the need for far-reaching economic reform —- though more
selective, butkis concerned about the dangers of loosening

political controls.

None of the three approaches has a majority of support in
the Politburo and most individual members probably find
themselves taking different positions from issue to issue.
Nearly every step Gorbachev seeks to take toward structural
economic or ;olitical change is a struggle, and support in the
Politburo for his initiatives shifts constantly. For example,
his proposals for economic change and for convening a historic
party conference were rejected in January 1987, but adopted in
June. And, despite significant success in June, his program
had again run into trouble by fall. By year's end, he was
distancing himself from the radical approach to reform he had
embraced earlier in favor of more politically tenable middle
ground. So, he faces a day to day struggle even in a Politburo
where a majority of members are new since Brezhnev's death.
And, as we saw 1n November with the expulsion of Moscow party
boss Yeltsin, even his allies can be a hindrance in the
delicate political balancing and bargaining he must pursue to

achieve progress.
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Below the Politburo, support for change —— and especially
far-reaching change -- is even shakier. Opposition from the
Party Central Committee and party apparatus is a critical
problem for Gorbachev. Senior levels of the economic
bureaucracy stand to lose the most if Gorbachev moves to
decentralize the system and are important obstacles to
implementation of his program. While many senior officials of
the national security bureaucracies understand the connection
between a strong defense and a healthy economy, they also are
unhappy with the idea of greater constraints on defense
spending and skeptical of promised benefits. Others, for
example the KGB, are concerned about the potential for
instability at home and in Eastern Europe created by any
relaxation of political controls. The Soviet population seems
to be passively supportive, but they have seen campaigns for
change come and go. They are skeptical that Gorbachev's
efforts will produce lasting results or even immediate
payoffs. The intelligentsia are probably the only group that

comes close to giving whole-hearted support.

In sum, Gorbachev still vigorously supports restructuring,
has made headway in obtaining Politburo support, but faces a
largely hostile party and state bureaucracy and a conservative
and apathetic population. Every Russian and Soviet leader from

Peter the Great to the present seeking change or modernization
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has faced formidable opposition. But, unlike them, Gorbachev
realistically cannot resort to wide-scale terror and violence
to eliminate those who stand in his way. He must rely on a
long term, largely non-violent purge of party and bureaucracy
and placement of his supporters if he is to remain in power and
to succeed at all. The central question is whether he will get

enough time.

Rejuvenation of the Elite

A purge is underway. Eight members of the Politburo are
new since Gorbachev became General Secretary. Forty percent of
the Central Committee is new since he assumed the reins.

There have been other large scale personnel replacements.

- —— Of the eleven other Party Secretaries, nine are new

Gorbachev appointees.

—— 59 of 105 members of the USSR Council of Ministers are

new since Gorbachev assumed power.

~~ He has appointed twelve new Deputy Chairmen of the

Council of Ministers out of fourteen.

—— 47% of the officials in the agro—industrial complex

have been replaced.
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—-— 15 of 20 Central Committee Department Chiefs have been

replaced.

-~ 88 of 157 regional first secretaries have been replaced.

Beyond a sense of personal jeopardy, many who oppose
Gorbachev's policies believe those policies to be inherently

mistaken and bad for the country, that they are not

ideologically sound, and that they could threaten party control.

Modernization of the Economy

Although by 1985 Gorbachev had been on the Politburo for
six years and a Central Committee member for 14 years, he now
admits that when he became General Secretary he underestimated
the severity of the economic problems afflicting the Soviet

Union. Accordingly, he seems to be increasingly receptive to

more radical proposals for change. Many of his recent remarks

show increasing frustration over the limits imposed on his
freedom of maneuver by the Stalinist-era economic dogma he has

inherited.

Essentially, he seems to have adopted a three step approach

to reviving the economy. Initially, Gorbachev relied on a

Declassified and Approved For Release 2012/08/10 : CIA-RDP89G00720R000700930001-1



Declassified and Approved For Release 2012/08/10 : CIA-RDP89G00720R000700930001-1

combination of measures to strengthen party control, improve
worker attitudes, and weed out incompetence —— what he refers
to as "human factor" gains. The most visible and dramatic part
of these efforts has been his campaigns for discipline and
against corruption and alcoholism. These measures are intended
to increase productivity and GNP simply through harder and more
disciplined work for two or three years until momentum can be
sustained by the second and third steps -——- genuine improvements
in industrial productivity through modernization of the
country's plants and equipment, and through economic and

political reform.

The June 1987 Central Committee plenum provided the clearest
evidence so far that Gorbachev seeks a radical overhaul of the
Stalinist command economy. The blueprint for reform adopted in
June contains the outlines of a new, more market based
mechanism for running the economy that I believe Gorbachev will

push.

Taken as a whole, the reform measures put in place in
Gorbachev's two and a half year tenure are an impressive
package that in scope and specificity goes well beyond the
so—called Kosygin reforms adopted in 1965. Nevertheless, the
reforms do not'go nearly far enough. The reform package as now
constituted is a set of half measures thaﬁ leaves in place the

pillars of socialist central planning.
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Because of internal contradictions and the retention of so
many elements of the present system, the reforms have yet to be
implemented. Even if fully in place in 1991 as intended, they
will not create the dynamic economic mechanism that Gorbachev
seeks as the means to reduce or close the technological gap
with the West. Inétead, they spell trouble for his economic
program generally. Indeed, aggressive implementation of
reforms is causing serious disruptions and turbulence in the
economy and will cause more as the bureaucratic factions
attempt to adjust to the many changes being imposed from

above. Specifically:

-— Gorbachev's quality control program is disrupting

production.

—— New initiatives in organization and management are
creating confusion and apprehension in some quarters,
and bureaucratic foot-dragging and outright resistance

in others.

—— Despite considerable rhetoric, none of the proposals so
far greatly changes the system of economic incentives
that discourage management innovation and technological

change.
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A sharp decline in Soviet hard currency earnings (the
result of falling oil prices and the depreciation of
the dollar) will limit much needed specialized imports

from the West.

Finally, for a modernization drive that depends in
substantial measure on harder work, there are few
rewards for such work. Unsatisfied consumer demand 1is
reflected in continuing long lines in State stores and

rising prices in the collective farm markets.

Beyond the specific difficulties facing Gorbachev's

economic program, there are broader reasons for the sharp

contrast between Gorbachev's radical rhetoric and his more

modest record of accomplishment to date:

It is 1n part a matter of timing. Gorbachev, who
himself characterized progress on the economic front so
far as "insignificant" at the June 1987 plenum,
appreciates that implementing his vision will take

years, 1f not decades.

A series of obstacles —— from political resistance to
economic constraints -- have slowed Gorbachev's

momentum and forced him to compromise.
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—— But design flaws, gaps, and contradictions in the new
leadership's approach, in my view, remain an essential

part of the problem.

Thus, while important battles have_been won in principle,
the war to change fundamentally the main pillars of the
Stalinist economic system must still be fought and won. And,
as Gorbachev perceives that the cautious change thus far
accomplished is inadequate to achieve his goals, he may see the
need to take more and more radical measures and disruptive
reforms in order to make further progress. This, in turn, will

generate further opposition and controversy.

Political Reform

Gorbachev's plans for the political system remain less
well-defined than his economic agenda. But he and his allies
have shown a growing conviction that the revitalization of
society and economy can succeed only if there are significant
changes in the political arena as well. The regime appears to
be moving on at least three fronts to create the political

climate it seeks:

10
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The first is ideology. Gorbachev is frustrated with
the straitjacket of inherited doctrine that opponents
of change have sought to impose on him. Gorbachev told
the January 1987 Central Committee plenum, that "The
theoretical concepts of socialism remained at the level
of the 1930s and 1940s." He seeks to expand his room
to maneuver by an increasingly open attack on
stagnation in ideology and by depicting his own
proposals as an effort to return to Lenin's original

intent.

The second front is democratization. Gorbachev's
campaign for "democratization" is designed to
revitalize the country's political institutions.
Gorbachev wants to sanction multiple candidates for
local and regional elections in the party and state
apparatus both to help dislodge conservative officials
who are resisting his reforms but also to sanction a .
measure of diversity and debate. Most of this is
rhetoric; there have been only a few experiments along
these lines, and in recent months even Gorbachev has
backed away from some of the more controversial aspects

of his "democratization" campaign.

11
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The third front is glasnost, or openness. Tight
central controls over the flow of ideas and information
lie at the heart of the Soviet system. Remarks by
Gorbachev and his key allies indicate that the new
leadership believes that this approach is incompatible
with an increasingly well-educated society, complex

economy and the political needs of the moment.

I see several motives behind glasnost, not least of
which is use of an apparent liberalizing force to

achieve some rather old-fashioned objectives.

Glasnost 1s being used to criticize officials
Gorbachev sees as hostile and to pressure them to

get with the program.

It is being used to highlight problems he wants to
attack —-— such as alcoholism and drug abuse —-— in

order to mobilize society behind his campaigns.

He hopes to use the atmosphere of greater openness
to coopt intellectuals and particularly engineers

and scientists to be full partners in the attempt

to modernize the economy —— to overcome their

cynicism.

12
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By allowing unorthodox cultural works to appear,
Gorbachev is hoping to reduce the incentive to
bypass official organs and publish materials in the

underground press.

It enables the regime to compete with foreign and
other unofficial sources of information.A Since the
population will hear about rioting in Kazakhstan
and the disaster at Chernobyl anyway, Gorbachev
believes it is best to print the news and put an

official spin on it.

Finally, he intends to legitimize broader
discussion of problems and possible solutions than
permitted heretofore in order to break the back of
domestic resistance and increase his room for
maneuver at home. Further, he sees the expansion
of political debate as a necessary step to achieve

his longer range goals.

To keep glasnost in perspective, it is important to
observe that there has been no direct criticism of
Gorbachev personally or his leadership.

Simultaneously, under his authority, there has been

continued repression of some unofficial channels of

13
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information, and severe reactions to nationalistic
demonstrations such as in Latvia. With rare
exceptions, only those in general agreement with the
central thrust of Gorbachev's policies are allowed to
voice their views. In short, there has been a more
open airing of problems, but only a very limited
expansion of political debate. Even this has led to
controversy over the policy itself and open criticism
by others in the Politburo that "openness" has gone too
far. Gorbachev himself has cautioned media officials
not to go too far lest they undermine socialist wvalues
or create a climate of disreSpect for party officials.
Yet, Gorbachev already has set loose forces that will
be immensely difficult and painful to leash —— as must

happen at some point.

While Gorbachev's bold political moves and radical rhetoric
have shaken the Soviet system, he has not yet changed it. The
regime's actual reform initiatives have so far been carefully
circumscribed to insure that they do not depart too boldly from
existing approaches. The ultimate fate of his vision of reform
will depend on how successful he is in pushing ahead with its
implementation over the next decade in the face of design
flaws, economic disruption, tremendous opposition and, worse,
apathy. Bureaucratic as well as popular hostility is likely to

grow as disruption and dislocation brought about by change
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result in economic setbacks and, in all likelihood, a worsening
situation for the consumer. What Gorbachev is successfully
changing is the officialdom of the party and state

bureaucracy. Once again, the purge has become the vehicle for
consolidating and enhancing personal power, as well as for

implementing change.

Implications for Foreign Policy

There seems to be general agreement in the Politburo that,
for now, economic modernization requires a more predictable, if
not benign, international environment. The elements of foreign
policy that spring from domestic economic weakness are a mix of
new initiatives and longstanding policies. First, Gorbachev
wants to establish a new and far-reaching detente for the
foreseeable future to obtain technology, investment, trade and,
above all, to avoid major new military expenditures while the
Soviet economy is revived. Gorbachev must slow or stop
American military modernization, especially SDI, that threatens
not only Soviet strategic gains of the last generation but
which also, if continued, will force the USSR to devote huge
new resources to the military in a high technology competition
for which they are ill-equipped. The Soviets know that detente
in the early 1970s contributed significantly to downward

pressure on Western defense budgets, slowed military
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modernization, weakened resolve to counter Soviet advances in
the Third World, and opened to the USSR new opportunities for

Western technology and economic relations.

Second, a less visible but enduring element of foreign
policy —- even under Gorbachev -— is the continuing
exttaordinary scope and sweep of Soviet military modernization
and weapons research and development. Despite Soviet rhetoric,
we still see no lessening of their weapons production. And,
further, Soviet research on new, exotic weapons such as lasers
and their own version of SDI continues apace. Virtually all of
their principal strategic weapons will be replaced with new,
more sophisticated systems by the mid-1990s, and a new
strategic bomber is being added to their arsenal for the first
time in decades. Their defenses against US weapons are being
steadily improved, as are their capabilities for war-fighting.
As our defense budget declines again, theirs continues to grow,
albeit slowly. Gorbachev is prepared to explore —— and, I
think, reach -- significant reductions in weapons, but past
practice suggests the Soviets will seek agreements that protect
existing advantages, leave open alternative avenues of weapons
development, offer commensurate political gains, or take
advantage of US unilateral restraint or constraints (such as
our unwillingness in the 1970s to build a limited ABM as

permitted by the treaty).

16

Declassified and Approved For Release 2012/08/10 : CIA-RDP89G00720R000700930001-1



Declassified and Approved For Release 2012/08/10 : CIA-RDP89G00720R000700930001-1

The third element of Gorbachev's foreign policy is
continued aggressive pursuit of Soviet objectives and
protection of Soviet clients in the Third World. Under
Gorbachev, the Soviets and Cubans are now providing more than a
billion dollars a year in economic and military assistance to
Nicaragua; more than a billion dollars worth of military
equipment was sent to Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia in the first
six months of last yea£; more than four billion dollérs in
military equipment has been sent to Angola since 1984. And, of
course, Cuba gets about five billion dollars in Soviet support
each year. At a time of economic stress at home, these

commitments speak clearly about Soviet priorities. There has

been no repudiation of the Brezhnev Doctrine.

The fourth element of Gorbachev's foreign policy is new and
dynamic diplomatic initiatives to weaken ties between the US
and its Western allies, China, Japan, and the Third World; to
portray the Soviet government as committed to arms control and
peace; and to suggest Moscow's interest in diplomatic solutions
to Afghanistan and Cambodia. We can and should expect new and
bolder initiatives including conventional force reductions ——
possibly unilateral —-- that will severely test Alliance
cohesion. Similarly, new initiatives with China and Japan will
be attempted to overcome bilateral obstacles to improved
relations and to exploit problems between them and the US.

And, in the Third World, they will seek to take advantage of

any relaxation of US vigilance or constancy.
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These new initiatives also are intended to break Soviet
foreign policy out of longstanding tactical deadends and to
make the Soviet Union a more effective, flexible and vigorous
player throughout the world. The result is likely to be a
Soviet political challenge to the US abroad that could pose
greater problems for our international position, alliances and
relationships in the future than the héretofore one dimensional
Soviet military challenge. Considerable new thinking,
flexibility and political agility will be needed on our own
part to anticipate and counter Soviet initiatives and to avoid

being outmaneuvered and placed consistently on the defensive.

Conclusions

There is a new dynamic at work inside the Soviet Union and
in Soviet diplomacy. While actual changes in the economy or
political life of the Soviet Union so far have been modest,
what Gorbachev already has set in motion represents a political
earthquake. One cannot, it seems to me, dismiss what he is
saying or attempting as simply noise or more of the same,
better packaged. He is pulling all of the levers of change in
a society and culture that historically has resisted change —-
and where change usually has been violent and wrenching. The

forces he has unleashed are powerful but so are the people and
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institutions he has antagonized -- thus setting in motion a
tremendous power struggle and purge no less dramatic for the

absence of show trials and terror.

The struggle is essentially between those seeking to
preserve the status quo -- and their power in it —— and
Gorbachev and his allies who seek to replace those now in power
and, ironically, to turn the clock back, back before Stalinism
to Leninism. As the Soviets say, it is not by accident that
Gorbachev constantly refers to Lenin or that others speak of
the ossified ideology of the 1930s and 1940s. Gorbachev seeks
to restore in the USSR a system in which some -- though
certainly not all -- elements of the Stalinist economic
structure and bureaucracy are eliminated thus opening the way
to greater flexibility and innovation and thereby to

modernization and improved performance.

In the political arena, Gorbachev's Leninism means the
continued political monopoly of the Communist Party, its role
as sole arbiter of the national agenda, its control of all the
levers of power, and its ultimate authority over all aspects of
national life -- including the law. It also means a massive
purge of the party and government bureaucracy, now underway.
Gorbachev's own book makes clear that "democratization"
Soviet-style does not mean moving the USSR away from
Marxism-Leninism and its essentially totalitarian structure.

I, for one, do not find a return to Leninism comforting.
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Westerners for centuries have hoped repeatedly that Russian
economic modernization and political reform —— even revolution
-— signaled an end to despotism. Repeatedly since 1917, the
West has hoped that domestic changes in the USSR would lead to
changes in Communist coercive rule at home and aggressiveness
abroad. These hopes, dashed time and again, have been revived
by Gorbachev's ambitious domestic agenda, innovative foreign

policy and personal style.

There is a chance -- a very small one in my view -- that
Gorbachev is setting loose forces that neither he nor the party
will be able to control and that, contrary to their intentions
and expectations, ultimately may bring a fundamental and
welcome transformation of the Soviet Union at home and abroad.
As we hope that this remote possibility someday comes to pass,
I would advise, in Oliver Cromwell's famous words, that we

“Trust in God, but keep your powder dry."

Enduring characteristics of Soviet governance at home and
policy abroad make it clear that —- while the changes underway
offer opportunities for the United States and for a relaxation
of tensions —- Gorbachev intends improved Soviet economic
performance, dgreater political vitality at home, and more
dynamic diplomacy to make the USSR a more competitive and
stronger adversary in the years ahead. We must not mislead
ourselves or allow ourselves to be misled into believing
otherwise.
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How then do I answer whether it is in our interest for
Gorbachev to succeed or fail? I believe that to the degree he
is even modestly successful the United States will face in the
1990s and beyond a militarily powerful, domestically more vital
and politically more adroit Soviet Union -- a Soviet Union
whose aggressive objectives abroad and essential
totalitarianism at home remain largely unchanged. I believe a
still long competition and struggle with the Soviet Union lie
before us. Seeing this reality clearly —- the opportunities as
well as the dangers —— will be an extraordinary challenge for
the United States and the western democracies in the years

ahead.

21

Declassified and Approved For Release 2012/08/10 : CIA-RDP89G00720R000700930001-1



